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(54) System and mettiod for electronic commerce 

(57) A method for electronic commerce using a 
computer network includes storing for eacti of a plurality 
of txiyers a txiyer profile comprising criteria for selecting 
quafified sellers: storing for each of a plurality of sellers 
a seller profile comprising criteria for selecting requests 
for quotations on which to quote; receiving from a txiyer 
a request for quc^on for a product, applying the buyer 
profile of the buyer Id select a first set of qualified sell- 
ers; applying the seller profiles of the first set of qualified 
seflers to select a secorxl set off qualified sellers to 
receive requests for quotation; and anonynmisly trans- 
mitting a request for quotation via the network to each of 
ihQ second set of qualifted sellers. A system for elec- 
tronic commerce i^ng a computer network includes a 
computer-readable medium comprising a plurality of 
t)uyer profiles havirtg criteria for selecting qualified sell- 
ers and a plurality of seller profiles having criteria for 
selecting requests for quotatkxis on which to quote; a 
first filter, coupled to the oomputer-readat)le medium, lor 
applying the kxjyer profile of the buyer to select a first set 
of qualified sellers; a second filter, coupled to the first fil- 
ter and the oomputer-readat)le medium, for applying the 
seller profiles of the first set of qualified sellers to select 
a second set of qualified sellers to receive a request for 
quotatk>n; and a communications module, coupled to 
Ihe second fitter, for receiving a request for quotation 
ap6 for anonymously transmitting the request for quota- 
tfon via the network to each of the second set of quali- 
fied sellers. 
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Description 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

5 HELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] The present invention relates generaOy to electronic commerce, and more particularly, to a system and 
method for electronic commerce using standarcfized product descriptors. 

70 DESCRIPTION OF THE BACKGROUND ART 

[0002] Historically, busines&'to^xjsiness sales have high transaction costs which significantly increase the prices 
of the products sold or purchased. These transaction costs are typically the result of several factors. For example, the 
salaries of sales representatives drive up the cost of transactions. Even more significant are the cfiarges of "middle 
IS men." such as distrftxitors and ttie like, who are often the primary sales channels for manufactures. In some cases, 
several layers of middle men may tack their charges to a product in the stream of commerce t)elbre it reaches a con- 
sumer, sut>stantially driving up the product's cost 

[0003] In additnn, significant expenses are associated with one company determining whether another company 
is a le^mate entity before entering into a business relationship with it The fear tftat a potential business partner may 
20 be insolvent or unscruputous requires a car^ review off the partner*^ assets and credit history before entering into a 
large contract for the sale of goods. 

[0004] Moreover, significant time and effort is spent in determining the minimum or maximum price for a product 
that wHI obtain anotfier company's businesa In other words, a sales representative will often try to determine the other 
company's "pain threshold" in order to set a price that is ttigh enough to maximize profit while also being tow enough to 
25 obtain the business. 

[0005] A secondary but related prot)lem is tf^ the selling price does not always reflect the market price, but is often 
t)ased on factors extraneous to the particular transactkin. fSor example, a se^^ 

tkxjlart)uyer due to that buyer's competitive position in tfiemark^p^ distorts the market, often 

resulting in higher prices for consumers. 
30 [p006] In light of the foregoing, vartous attempts have K)een made to reduce the costs of doin^ 

pie. electronk; procurement systems allow a buyer to electronically issue Requests for Quotatk)ns (RFQ'e). aggregate 
competitive c^es. and issue Purchase Orders (PC's). These systems are typically implemented using the ANSI X12 
Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) standard, and are used by businesses and govemment entities to engage in large 
commercial transactions. 

3S [QOOT] Urrfortunately, such systems are generally only used where establisfYed relationships exist between compa- 
nies. As a result many tuaative business opportunities are lost sinply t>ecause the parties are not aware of each other. 
Morecver. because the buyer arxJ seller on an EDM>ased system knew each ott^, the transaction is ripe for the market 
manfxjiations descntoed above. Even more significant is the fact that such systems are plagued by the problem of syn- 
chronizing product numt)er8 that are typk»lly different for each buyer and seller. 

40 [0008] Another aftternpt to reduce trarisactfon costs is found in the recent exptosion of onli^ 
Wide Web (WWW). These electronic dearinghouses offer a wkte variety 0^ 

IHtie overtiead. However. whOe beneitkisA to individuals wishing to purdiase. for exarrple. consumer goods such as a 
coffee maker or fax machine, such auctions are not well suited for a buyer oorporatkxi wishing to purchase parts, com- 
ponents or non-consumer items such as 100.000 units of a particular serraoonductor chip. 

45 [0009] In gerieral. online auctkxis are riot suited for busiriess^to-businesstrarisactions^ 

instance, they are typically little more tftan "flea markets" that sell used or surplus merchandise to consumers at ds- 
counted prices. Buyers are lirnited to the products offered, and may not requests quotatiorts on desired prodw Impor- 
tantly, except in narrowly defined product categories covered by International Standard Book Numk>er5 (ISBf^ or 
universal product codes (UPC), ttiere are no standard identifiers for finding particular products, only the artxtrary 

so descriptfon of the products provided by tfie auctk>neer or seller. Indeed, most online auctfons do not even use ISBN or 
UPC desaptions, since the descnptknis are not easily decipherable t)y humans and because there are countless prod- 
ucts that are not covered in either systera 

[0O1QI htoreover. online auctk)ns do littte to assure a buyer that a seOer is a legitifnate entity^ 
eritering into an onBne ooritract For example, there is no way for a seller to restrict pot^ 
55 particular conditions as to credit worthiness or the tike. Likewise, there is no way for a buyer to filter quotatbns from sell- 
ers according to conditions like payment or delivery terms. In tfie txjsiness worid. such deficterKies are fatal and pre- 
clude adoption of online auctions by large businesses and gcvemment entities. 

[0011] In essence, online auctions are conducted with a limited set of rules that essentially protect the auctk)neer 
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from liabilrly; but do little to provide the types of assurances and sendees required in commercial transactions. Addition- 
ally, like the EDI procurement system, buyers and sellers in online auctions may know each others' Mentities from the 
outset, at least by name. whk:h alkiws them to demand prices reflecting concerns extraneous to the particular transac- 
tion. 

5 [0012] Accordingly, what is needed is a system and mettKxi for electronic commerce that efiminates the require- 
ment for sales representatives and middle men in busines8-to-k>usiness transactk>n& What is also needed is a system 
and method that alk3ws the seller and buyer to establish concfitions fa the transaction, ftttertng RFQ's and vendor 
quotes according to those conditions. What is also needed is a standardized product kJentif ier for each product that 
allows an unlimited variety of products to be offered in electronk; commerce. What is also needed is a system and 

10 method that protects tiie integrity of the market ty preventing buyers and sellers from knowing each ottiers* kientities 
until after a deal is consummated. 

« 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

IS [001 3] The present Invention addresses the foregoing problems by providing a system and method for electronk; 
commerce using standardized product desayytors. In one aspect of the invention, a metiiod for electronk; commerce 
begins by storing for each of a piurality of buyers a buyer profile comprising criteria for selecting qualified sellers. Like- 
wise, ttiere is stored for each of a plurality of setlers a seller profile comprising criteria for selecting requests for quota- 
tions on which to quota Therealter. a request for quotation for a product is receh^ed fn^ 

20 the buyer Is then applied to select a first set of quafifiedseflers. after whk:ht^ 

sellers are applied to select a second set of qualified sellers to receive requests for quotation. Rnally, a request for quo- 
tation is anonymously transmitted via the network to each of the second set of qualified sellers. 
[0014] In another aspect of the inventbn. the method for electronic commerce continues by storing for each buyer 
a set of purctiasing criteria for determinirig wtiether to receive a sefler's quote. A 

25 received from the second set of qualified sellers. Thereafter, at least one quote tfiat satisfies the purchasirig criteria is 
transmitted to the buyer. In response to the buyer indicating acceptarKe of the quote, a purchase order is then trans- 
mitted to the seller arvf the buyer and seller are notified as to each others* klentitie& 
[QOiq tn yet aiK)ther aspect of the irivertHon.tttern6thod for eiectrontecorn^ 

a list of products, each product being represented by a standardized product descriptor. In one aspect, each staixiard- 
30 ized product descriptor includes an industry category fiekJ, a manufacturer f ieki, a product number f ieU. and a fiyperiink 
to a description of an associated product on a rrarttifacturer's web site. Thereafter, the buyer selects at least one prod- 
uct from the list for including in a request for quotation. 

[0016] In still another aspect of the invention, the various criteria for selecting qualified sellers, for selecting 
requests for quotation, arxi for receiving a quote from a seller include one or more irxik»tions of relative importance for 

35 prioritizing the criteria. In one aspect, the indications of relative irrportance are expressed as weights. 

[001 7] Aocorcfing to yet another aspect of the present inventioa a system for electronic commerce using a compu- 
ter netwcxk includes a computer-readable medium corrprising a plurality of buyer profies arxi a plurality of sellerB pro- 
files. The txjyer profiles include criteria for selectirtg qualified sellers, and the seller profiles irrdude criteria for selecting 
requests for quotations on which to quote. The system also includes a first fitter, coupled to the computer-readable 

40 medium, for applying the buyer profile of the buyer to select a fffst set of qualified sellers. Additionally, the system 
includes a second filter, coupled to the first filter and the computer-readable medium, for applying tfie seller profiles of 
the first set of qualffied sellers to select a second srt of qualified sellers to receive a request for quotation. The system 
also indudes a corrmmicaAkm nriodule, coupled to tfie secorid fil^^ 

ymously transmitting the request for quotation via the network to each of the second set of qualified sellers. 
45 [001 8] In another aspect of the invention, the computer-re^Jat)le medium includes purchasing criteria of a buyer for 
selecting quotes to receive from a plurality of sellers, arxi the system includes a third fitter for selecting at least one 
. quote tiiat satisfies the buyer's purcfiasing criteria. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

so 

[9019] These and other rnore detailed and specifk; objects and features of the present inv^ 
dosed in the fbltowing specification, reference being had to the accompanying drawings, in which 

Figure 1 is a high-level diagram of a system'for electroruc commerce according to an errtxxiiment of tfie invention; 

55 

Figure ^ is a tkxH diagram of a transaction server according to an embodiment of the invention; 
Figure 3 is a datafkiw diagram of an electrons transaction according to an emtxxliment of the invention; 
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Figure 4 is an illustration of a product index comprising standardized product descriptors according to an enrixxfi- 
ment of the invention* 

Figure 5 is a flowchart of a method tor electronic commerce according to an enrtxxliment of the invention; 

5 

Figure 6 is an illustration of a buyer profile according to an emkxxiiment of the invention; 
Figure 7 is an Qlustration of a seller proffl e according to an embodiment of the invention ; 
10 Figure 8 is an Blustration of a request for quotation according to an emtxxiiment of the invention; 
Figure 9 is an illustration of a filtration process according to an embodiment of the invention; and 
Figure 10 is an illustration of a quote according to an emtxxiiment of the invention. 

IS 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

[0020] Apreferred embodiment of ttie invention is now descrik>ed with reference to the Figures^ where like reference 
numbers indicate identical or functionally similar elements. Also in the Figures, the left most digit or digits of each refer- 

20 ence nunrter correspond to the Figure in wfiich the reference nufTt)er is first used. 

P)021 ] Referring now to Figure 1 , there is siviwn a system 1 00 for electronic commerce according to one embodi- 
ment of the invention. The system 100 includes a pturafity of buyer's terminals 102 and a plurality of seller^ terminals 
104, each of which are connected to a transaction server 108 via a network 106, such as tfie Intemei Tfie terminals 
102, 106 interact with tfie server 108 using a secure protocol, such as Secure Multipurpose Internet Mail Extension 

25 (S/MIME) and Secure Sockets Layer (SSL), to perfonn electronic commercial transactions according to methods of tfie 
present invention. 

[0022] Figure 2 is a bkxk diagram showing additional details of tfie transaction server 1 08. In one embodiment the 
transaction server 108 is implemented using a conventional computer workstation, such as IBM PC® or conpatible, 
altfiough other iiTf)lementations such as embedded systems are possible. A central processing unit (CPU) 202 exe- 
30 cutes software instructions and interacts with otfier system components to perform the methods of the present inven- 
tfon. A storage device 204, coupled to the CPU 202, provides long-term storage of data and software programs, and 
rnayt>eirTV)lenierited as a hard (fisk drive or otfier suitable mass sl^^ A network Interface 206, coupled to 

the CPU 202, connects the transaction server 108 to a networic 106. such as tfie Internet. 

[0023] An addressable memory 208, cotpled to the CPU 202, stores data structures and software Instructions to 

35 be executed by the CPU 202, and is implemented using a combination of standard memory devices, such random 
access memory (RAM) and read-only memory (ROM). In one embodiment the vn&mofy 208 stores a number of soft- 
ware objects or modules, irx^lucfing an a send filter 210, a receive filter 212, arxl a purcfiase filter 214, each of which are 
coupled to a communication nrxxiule 216. Throughout tfus discussion, the foregoing modules aredescribed as separate 
functional units, but those skilled In the art will recognize tfiat the various units may t>e combined and integrated into a 

40 single software application or devica 

[0024] In one embod im ent, tfie memory 208 also stores a number of data structures* aocess to le to the software 
objects described akx>ve, including a pturafity of buyer profiles 218, seller profiles 220, and purchasing criteria 222. In 
addition, tfie memory 208 stores a product index 226, whk:h is desait>ed in greater d^l with respect to Rgure 4. 
[D025] In one embodiment, tfie filters 210, 212, 214 are implemented using a conventional relational datak>ase, 

46 such as Grade 8®, available from Oracle Corporation of Redwood Shores, California, altfiough other implementation s 
using, for example, multi<iimensional datat>ases, are possbia Additionally, in one embodiment the communication 
module 216 is implemented using a standard web server, such as Windows fsIT Server 4.0®, available from Microsoft 
Corporation of RedmorxJ. W^ington, In comtxnation with an e-maO server, such as Microsoft Excliange Server 5.5®. 
For security purposes, encryption technotogy may be used, including S/MIME for e-mail and SSL for web-based trans- 

50 actions. 

[0026] In one embodiment, tfie memory 208 also includes an operating system 226 coupled to tfie communKations 
module 21 6, for managing and provkf ing memory and other system resources to the above-mentioned software objects 
or modules. Preferably, Microsoft Kl^ is used, although a variety of ottier operating systems 228, such as Solaris®. 
MacOS 8®. or UND(®, may t>e used within the scope of the present invention. 
55 [0027] Refem'ng also to Figure 3, there is sfxwvn a high-level illustration an electronic transaction according to one 
embodiment of the present invention. Initially, a tnjyer uses terminal, 102 to find and select a product from a product 
index 224 stored in the transaction server 1 08. As explained t>elow, the product index 224 is a list of products in a starxJ- 
ardized product desaiptor format, which alkyws a buyer to quickly identify a desired product in a large list In one 
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entxxliment, a corventiond web browser, such as Microsofft Internet Explorer® or Netscape Communicator®, is used 
to display the product index 224 and obtain the buyer's selection, bn alternative embodiments, however, the selection 
may be made off-Gne using a printed catalog or the like and sending an e-mail message to the server 1 08. 
[0028] As noted earlier, one of the problems with conventional systems for electronic conunerce is the lack of a 

5 standardized identifier by which each product is known to every buyer and seller. Typically, each txjyer and seller uses 
a different product number or code for ttie same product Among other problems, the lack of a standardized kientif ier 
aeates synchronizatkm (fiffk^uHies in EDI transactions, as well as diffculties for a buyer in kKating a desired product 
[P029] As illustFated in Figure 4, the present inventnn solves the foregoing problems by organizing the products in 
the product index 224 as standardized product descrfitors 400. In one entodiment, each desoptor 400 includes three 

10 f ieMs: an industrial category f ieU 402, a manufacturer fieM 404. and a product number fiekJ 406. Pr^erably, the indus- 
trial category 402 and manufacturer 404 fields are automatically or manually assigned by the system 1 00, whereas the 
product number field 406 may be assigned t^y the product manufacturer. 

[0030] This novel format of the descriptors 400 offers a nurTt>er of advantages not found in oonverrtional electronk; 
commerce systems. Rrst, it albws a buyer to qukMy find a desired product within a relatively large list by sequentially 
75 selecting an indi^al category, a manufacturer, and then a product r%jmt>er. Second, it alkMvs a manufacturer to easily 
upk)ad its product catalog to the server 1 08, at whk;h time the server 1 08 may automatk»lly or manually categorize the 
products according to the industrial category 402 arxl manufacturer 404. 

[0031 ] In one embodiment, each descriptor 400 may adcfitwnaDy include a web page field 408 including a Uniform 
Resource Ijocator (URL) . which functions as a hyperlink to the manufacturer^ web sita TTus feature allows a buyer to 
20 easily verify a product's spectfk^tions before submitting an request for c^iotation (RFQ). For exanple. as illustrated in 
Rgure 4, a descriptor 400 for a partk;ular semk»nductor chp may include a hyperlink to the chip's datasheet on tfie 
manufacturer's web site. 

[0032] Refem'ng again to Figure 3, after selecting a product the buyer transmits an RFQ to the transaction server 
108. This may be done, for example, by filling out an web-l>ased electronk: form or by sending an e-mail n^essage to the 
25 server 108. In either case, SSL or S/MIME, respectively, are used to provkle a high level of security throughout the 
transaction. 

[0033] Next, as described in greater detail betow. the transaction server 108 selects the appropriate sellers to 
receive the RFQ and transmits an RFQ to the terminal 1 04 of each of the selected sellers using a secure form of e-mail. 
Preferably, the RFQ does not klentify the buyer, but is. instead, only identified by a tran8actk)n number assigned by the 
30 server 108. 

[9034] Ttiereafter, one or more sellers who received the RFQ use their terminals 104 to transmit a quote to the 
transaction server 108. As desabed more fully bekiw, the quote that best meets the buyer's purchasing criteria is trans- 
mitted via secure e-mail to the buyer's terminal 102. Like the RFQ. the quote does not kJentifytiie seller, but is only iden- 
tffied t>y ttie transaction number associated with ttie RFQ. 

35 [0035] The buyer oust then deckJewhettier to accept or r^ecttiie quote. If ttie buyer accepts, a purchase order for 
the product is transmitted from the server 108 to tiie seller's terminal 104. In one embodiment botti parties are tfien 
notified as to each others' kientities, since delivery arxl payment are preferably tiandled outskle of the context of the 
system 100. Thereafter, the seller ships the product direcHy to ttie buyer, the bi^er pays ttie seller, and the transaction 
is concluded. In one embodiment, ttie system assesses a transaction fee from each party for facilitating ttie electrons 

40 transaction. 

[P036] Refening now to Figure 5. ttiere js shown a f kiwchart of a mettiod for performing electronic commerce 
according to one entxxfiment of the invention. Ttie mettiod t>egins witti registering ttie buyer into the system 1 00 by 
obtaining 502 and storing at least one buyer profile 2ia To accomplish ttns, each buyer comp l et es an electronk; form, 
such as the form shown in Figure 6, which is preferably eittier web or e-nrialt)ase^ In one embodiment, the buyer pro- 
46 file 218 includes the buyer's 

• companyname. 

• stock ticker, 

• yearly revenues. 
so • buying k)cation. 

• main contact, 

• credit rating, 

• D&B report rating, 

• ISO qualification, 
55 • annual turnover. 

• webpage, and 

• type of business. 
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It should be recognized, however, that different or additional Information dbout the buyer could be stored in the buyer 
profile 218 deperxiing on the needs of particular businesses. As descrft>ed in greater detail hereafter, the buyer profile 
218 is used in determining whether a seller should receive an RFQ from a particular buyer. 

[0037] As shown in Figure 6, the buyer profDe 218 also includes a set of default RFQ sending criteria 602. The 
s sending arteria 602 are used in one embodiment to determine a set of qualified sellers to wfiom an RFQ may be sent, 
and includes one or more the following: 

• a list of sellers to wtiom an RFQ should not be sent; 

• a list of sellers to whom an RFQ should be sent; 
10 • an ISO 900x qualificalion requirement; 

• a required credit rating; 

• a type of business restriction; 

• an artfUffll turnover restriction; and 

• one ornfxxe regional restrictions. 

IS 

Those sMlled in the art will recognize tfiat different or additional criteria may be included in the sending criteria 602 in 
response to the needs of particular businesses As described in greater detail tekm, the default sending criteria 602 
are used when a set of transaction-spedfic sending criteria are not specified. 
(003q The list of sellers to whom an RFQ should not t>e8erir in the sendirigaiteria 602 is advanta 
so it diows a buyer to selectively exclude seOers with whom the buyer has had ri^ 

tfie 'ISO qualificalion* and "credit rating' criteria are useful because they provide the buyer with a degree of confidence 
tfiat the seller is a legitimate entity. 

[0039] The lype of business' and 'annual turncver' criteria assist the buyer in filtering out sellers who are probably 

not capable of meeting the buyer's needs. For example, if a seller is a cfistrftxitor with an annual turnover (e.g. sales) of 
2S 10,000 units, arxl the buyer requires 100,000 units (wfttch in some cases is available only from a manufacturer) tfiere 

is little need to serxf an RFQ to, and receive quotes from, that distributor. In such a case, fhe lype of business' criteria 

would be set to 'manufacturers only" and tfie 'annual turnover* aiteria would be set to 'at least 100,000 units'. 

[OMO] In one embodiment, the sending criteria 602 also includes one or mae regional restrictions. In other words. 

tfie buyer may specifically linvt quotes to sellers wfio are located in a particular country, state, or tegm, or even have 
30 offices within a pre<letermined distance from the buyer. Likewise, the buyer may selectively exclude sellers in particular 

countries, regions, or the Ilka, from providing quotes. In additton, the regional reslricttons may take into account any 

required import/export Ticenses or tfie lika 

[0041] Such qualificatkm are important in the context of QktosA commerce, where export laws play an important 
role in transactions. Moreover, shipping costs and transit times are audal in many instances. For example, wfiere prod- 
35 ucts are urgently required ty U.S. buyer at a low shipping cost, there is little need to serKi an RFQ to a Japanese man- 
ufacturer wtx> must send the products at great expense by ship. 

[0042] In one emtxxf iment. each criterion in tfie sending criteria 602 may adcfitionally include a weight 604. or other 
irxfication of relative importance, for assigning priorities to the criteria 602. For example, each weight 604 may t>e a 
numk)er t>etween 1 and 1 00. and a required 'combined' weight is selected for determining wfietfier tfie overall sending 
40 criteria 602 are satisfied. 

[0043] In one embodiment each incMdual criterkm tfiat is satisfied receives the weight specified, while criteria tfiat 
are not satisfied receive a weight of zera By aDocatingweigfits 604 to the criteria 602, a seller may satisfy the overall 
sending criteria 602. despite the failure any specific aiterion. In one embodiment, a criterion nnay be made an at)solute 
requirement, indepcffident of the criteria with weights 604. by indicating 'N/A' or 'REQUIRED" in weight 604 column. 
46 [0044] An example of the foregoing is sfwwn in Table 1, where the Trice' element is rec^ired, while each of the 
remaining elements are assigned a weigfit of 50. 



Table 1 



Element 


Satisfied? 


Weight 


Price 


Y 




ISO 900x qualification 


Y 


50 


Required aedit rating 


Y 


50 


Annual turnover 


N 


50 
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[0045] The total cnmbined weight of the satisfied elements is 1 00. If the required conrt)ined weight is 100, the send- 
ing criteria 602 are satisfied, despite the failure of one of the criteria. Those sMIIed in the art will recognize that different 
or additional mechanisnG may K>e presided for assigning greater importance to one or more of the aiteria 602 without 
departing from the spirit of the invention. 

5 [0046] Refening again to Figure 5. after the txjyer profile 218 is obtained in step 502, the method continues with 
re^stering the sellers by obtaining 504 and storing at least one seller profile 220. Each seller may complete an elec- 
tronic form, either web4>ased or by e-mail, such as the form illustrated in Figure 7. In one embodiment, the seller profile 
220 Includes the seller's 

10 • company name, 

• stock ticker, 

• yearly revenues, 
selling location, 

• main contact 
75 • credit rating, 

• D&B report rating. 

• ISO qualification. 

• annual turnover. 

• webpage.and 
20 • type of business. 

It shouM be recognized, however, that different or adcfitional information about the seller could be stored in tiie seller 
profile 220 without departing from the spirit of the invention. As descrbed in greater detail hereafter, the seller profile 
220 is used to detennine whettier the seller is qualified to receive an RFQ from a buyer according to the buyer's sending 
25 criteria 602. 

[0047] As shown in Figure 7, the seller profile 220 also includes a set of RFQ receiving criteria 702. The receiving 
criteria 702 are used in one embodiment to determine whether an RFQ may be received from a particular buyer, and 
includes one or more of the following: 

30 • one or more products On standardized product descriptor form) for which RFQ's are desir^^ 

• a maximum product quantity; 

• a minimum product quantity; 

• a mininrum selling price; 

• a list of buyers from wtiom an RFQ should not be received; 
35 • allstoft)uyers from whom an RFQ should be received; 

• a ISO 900x qualification requirement; 

• a required credit rating; 

• a type of t>usiness restriction; 

• an annual turnover restriction; and 
40 • one or more regtonal restrictions. 

TTiose skilled in the art will recognize that different or additional elemenis may be included in the receiving criteria 702 
based on the needs of particular businesses. Lto the sending criteria 602. the receiving criteria 702 may include 
weigfTts'704 or otfier indications of relative importance for prioritizing the criteria 702. 

45 [0048] Refening again to Figure 5, after the seller profile 220 is obtained in step 504, the niethod continues by ver- 
ifying 506 the buyer and seller profiles 21 8, 220. In or^e embodiment this process is performed manually by checking 
line of the profles 218, 220 against trusted or verifiable sources. More advantageously, however, the irrtonmation is 
checked electronically where such resources are available. Eectroruc verification of business addresses, credit ratings, 
and the like are well known to tfiose skilled in tfie art 

so [0049] Verification serves an important purpose since each party is not aware of the other's identity before a sale 
is consummated. Buyers and sellers nwst confident that the prof Oes 218, 220 are accurate in order for the criteria 
602, 702 to be accurately applied. Unlike conventional systems, such verifk»tion need not be performed before every 
transaction, but is typk^ally done at the time of registration, witti perfodic updates as required. Conventionally, a verifi- 
cation process was commenced for each transaction t>etween two prevfously unacquainted parties, even though the 

55 parties may have recentty undergone such a process in the contexts of different transactions. Such duplication was 
wasteful and increased transaction costs. 

[0050] Referring also to Figure 8, after the profiles 218, 220 are verified in step 506, the method continues by 
receiving 508 a request for quotation (RFQ) 800 from a buyer. In one embodiment, tfie RFQ 800 is received from the 
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buyer's terminal 102 when the buyer completes a e-mail or weMbased electronic form. The RFQ 800 preferatsly 
includes a set of purchasing criteria 802 for selecting quotes to receive from sellers In one embocfiment. the pirchasing 
criteria 802 Includes one or more of the following: 

5 • one or nwre products On standaidized product descriptor form) for which quotes are destf 

• a minimum product quantity; 

• a maximum product price: 

• a product date code restriction (i.a maximum or minimum age of products); 

• a product storage condition requirement (i-e. refrigerated); 
10 • a minimum lot size; 

• a maxinum number of lots; 

• a packaging type restriction (e.g. sin^e, six pack) 

• a delivery time restriction; and 

• a payment terms restriction. 

IS 

Those skflled in the art will recognize that different or additional elements may be included In the purchasing criteria 702 
in response to the neecte of particular businesses. Like ttie sending 602 and receiving 702 criterira, the purchasing cri- 
teria 802 may include weights 704 or other indicatfons of relative inrportance for prioritizing the criteria 802. 
[0051 1 In one embocfiment. each Rff=Q 800 additionally includes a set of transaction-spedfk; RFQ sencfing criteria 

20 806. Rather than using the delault criteria 602 aiustrated in Figure 6, the buyer may spedfy a set of criteria 806 for a 
particular transaction, whKh will supersede the default aiteria 602. TNs can be advantageous in situations where a 
txjyer has a urgent need for a product arxJ is wiDing to waive one or more of the default restrictions in order to obtain it 
as quk:kly as poss&le. In one embccfiment, the RFQ 800 includes a selection field tor selecting l>etween the default 602 
and transaction-specific 806 criteria Like ttte delault criteria 602, the transaction-specffic criteria 806 may include 

25 weights 808 or other Irvtications of relative importance among tfie criteria 806. 

[0052] In one embodiment, the RFQ 800 also includes one or more transaction terms 810 governing the process 
of receiving quotes from the sellers. For example, the buyer may wish to accept quotes from qualified sellers until a 
specified time, after which no more quotas will be accepted. Alternatively, tt)e buyer may wish to accept quotes until a 
pre-selected vxBvber of quotes that meet the purchasing criteria 802 are received. 

50 PN)59] Referring again to Rgure 5, after tfie RFQ 800 is received from the buyer in step 508, the method 

by assigning 510 a transaction identifier to the RFQ 800. In one embodiment tfte transaction identifier is a tong 
sequence of digits that uniquely identifies an REQ 800 and any subsequent quotes pertaining to tiie RFQ 800 through- 
out the transaction. The purpose of the transaction identifier is to preserve the anonymity of the parties until after tfie 
transaction is consummated. 

35 [0054] In one enrtedirnerrt the system 100 automatically associates the iderrtity of the buyer, d 

from the buyer's e-ma3 address accompanying tfie RFQ 800, with tfie transaction iderrtifier. However, unta the transac- 
tk)n is oorisurnnrated, tfie association b^een the transaction identifier and tfie k)u^ 
system 100. 

[0055] After the trarsaction identifier is assigned in step 510, the nriethod continues by appl^^ 
40 or transactiorvspecific 806 seriding criteria of tfie buyer to seled a set of qualifM In one embodiment tfiis is 
accomplished means offtheseridfitter 210 sfiown in Figure 2, which selects those sellers wfiose seller profiles 210 
satisfy the appropriate sending criteria 602 or 806. In orieenrto fin riert, the s^ 
ventional relational database. 

[0056] Thereafter, tfie metfiod continues tyy applying 514 the receiving criteria 702 cf the sellers to determine whkii 
45 of ttie qualified sellers will receive an RFQ 800 from tfie buyer. In one embodiment tfiis is accomplished k^y means of 
tfie receive filter 212 sfiown in Figure 2, which selects tfiose sellers wfiose receiving criteria 702 are satisfied by the 
buyer profile 210 of tiie buyer. Like the send filter 210, the receive filter 212 is implemented, in one embodiment, using 
a standard relational database. 

[0057] An example of the filtering process is illustrated in Figure 9. Therein, buyers 2,7,5, and 10 fiave specified a 
so set of sending aiteria 602» including a list of products for which quotes are desired, a list of sellers to whom an RFQ 
OOOshouldnotbesent and an ISO 900xqualifkation requirement Similarty, sellers 3, 4. 5. and 8 have specified a set 
of receiving criteria 702, including a list of products for whk:h RFQ*s 800 are desired, a fist of sellers to whom an REQ 
800 shoukf not be sent, and an ISO 900x qualification requirement. 

[P058] Serially applying tfie sending 602 and receiving 702 Criteria of the buyer and sellers, respectively, results in 
55 the following RFQ's 800 being received: 

• seller 3 receives an RFQ 800 from buyers 5 and 10; 

• seller 4 does not receive an RFQ 800; 
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• sefler 5 receives an RFQ 800 from buyers 2.5, and 10; and 

• sefler 8 receives an RFQ 800 from buyer 7. 

[0059] Referring ^fain to Figure 5, after the sending 602 and receiving 702 criteria are applied in steps 512 and 
5 514. respectively, to select a set of qualified sellers for receiving RFQ's 800. tfie method continues by anonymously 
transmitting 516 an RFQ 800 to each of the selected sellers. In one embodiment, the RFQ's 800 are transmitted to the 
sellers using a secure form of e-mail, and include only: 

• the transaction identifier; 

10 • the product(s) for which quotes are desired (in standardized product desGrQ>te 

• the transaction terms 810: and 

• one or more of the purchasing criteria 802 as specified by the buyer. 

[0060] As noted earlier, the transaction identifier Is the only fomi of identification that is provided In the RFQ 800. 
15 To forestall the problems discussed in the Background, a seller should not know tfie iderrtity of the txjyer before a quote 
is accefibed and the transaction is consummated. Nevertheless, ttie seller will know that the buyer is not on the seller's 
list of buyers, if any. from whom an RFQ 800 should not be received. 

[0061] In one embodiment, the buyer may addHionally specify that one or more of the purchasing criteria 802 
shouU be noted in the RFQ 800, such as quantity, minimum price, and tfie lika However, this is not a requirement, since 

20 the seller has already been found to rneet the buyer's sending aiteria 60^ 

[0062] Relerring also to Figure 10. after the RFQ's 800 are transmitted in step 516, the m^hod continues by receiv- 
ing 518 a plurality of quotes 1000 from the sellers. In one embodiment the quotes 1000 are manually entered t>y a 
seOer on the seller's terminal 104. Like fhe RFQ's 800, the quotes 1 000 may be sent via secure e-mail to the transactkm 
server 108. or supplied using an wekybased electrorvc form. In attemative embodiments, however, the quotes are auto- 

25 matk»lly generated by the seller's terminal 104 in response to a set of pre-defined criteria suppfied by the seller. As 
shown in Figure 10, the quotes 1000. in one embodiment, include: 

• tfie transactk)n number; 

• a product (in standardized product descriptor form); 
50 • aquantity; 

• aprioeperunit; 

• an indkatkm of the date code on the products; 

• an indicat»n of the storage corxittion of the products; 

• a lot size; 

^. • a rtumber of lots; 

• a packaging type; 

• a defivery time; and 

• a set of payment temis 

40 TTiose skilled in tfie art wil recognize thErtdiflererit or additk)^ 

ing on tfie needs of partwular businesses. In one embodiment the system 100 accumulates quotes 1000 until a time 
specified in tfie transaction terms 810. Alternatively, tfie system 100 accumulates quotes 1000 until a pre^ietermined 
nurnber of quotes 1000 satisfying the buyer's purcfiasing criteria 802 hanra been received. 

[0063] Additk>nally. the system 100 automatically associates tfie Mentity off the seller, derived, for example, from tfie 
45 seller's e-maB address accorrpanying the quote 1000. with tfie transaction niffnk>er. This association is kept in confi- 
dence t>y tfie sy^em 1 00 until such time as the transaction is consummated. 

[0064] After tfie quotes 1 000 are received in step 51 8. ttie method continues by selecting 520 a winning quote 1 000 
that t)est matches the purchasing aiteria 802. In one embodiment, all of the purcfiasing criteria 802 are absolute 
requirements (as indk^ted by TM/A or "REQ" in the weight column 804), In whk;h case the quote 1000 with the kswest 
so "price per uniT is selected as the vvinning quote 1000. However, in attemative embodiments, where various weights 804 
are specified, the quote 1000 with tfie largest total combined weigfit 804 is selected 
For example, as shown in Table 2. quotes 1 000 are received from two sellers. 



Table 2 



Criterion 


Seller 1 


Seller 2 


Weight 


Price per unit 


Y 


Y 


N/A 
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Table 2 (continued) 



Criterion 


Seller 1 


Seller 2 


Weight 


ISO 900x qualification. 


Y 


N 


30 


Required aecfit rating 


Y 


Y 


40 


Annual turnover 


N 


Y 


50 


Total contxned weight 


70 


90 





10 

[0065] Both seller 1 and seOer 2 satisfy the "Price per uniT criterion, which is» in any case, requred. However, seller 
1 satisfies tfie "ISO 900x qualification" and "credH rating" requirements, for a total combined weight of 70. whereas 
seller 2 satisfies the "aedit rating" and "annual turnover" requirements, for a total combined weight of 90. In this exam- 
ple, the quote 1000 of seller 2 would t>e selected as the winning quote 1000 because it ^ the highest total combined 
15 weight In alternative embodiments, however, more than one winning quote 1 000 may be selected. 

[0066] After the winning quote 1 000 is selected in step 520. the method corrtinues by anonymously transmitting 522 
the winning quote 1 000 to the buyer. The quote does not indicate the identity of the seller, only the transaction nunnber 
assigned to the RFQ 800. 

[P067] Thereafter, a determination 524 is made wfiether the buyer accepts the quote. In one enrtbodiment. the 
20 determination is made by receiving an affirmative a negative e-mail response from the buyer. Altematively. fho buyer 
may indicate acceptance or rejection of the quote 1000 using a web-based electronic form. 

[0068] If the buyer accepts, the mettKxi continues by transmitting 526 a purchase order to fhe seller corresponcfing 
to tfie quote 1000. In one entxxfiment the purctiase order is identical to the quote 1000 except that it further irxiicates 
the identity of the buyer, tfie buyer's location, and other information relevant to shipping ttie product and receiving pay- 
25 ment 

[0069] Thereafter, the method corrtinues by notifying 530 tfie buyer and seller as to each others* identities. In one 
emtxxliment, the seller already knows the identity of ttie kxiyer by reason of the purchase order. Consequenfly, an e- 
mail notification is sent to the buyer identifying the seller. Finally, the method continues kiy assessing 532 a transaction 
fee from botti the buyer and seller for the service of facilitating the transaction. 

30 [pOTO] If, however, the buyer does not accept tfie quote in step 524, the method concludes kiy assessing 528 a 
quote fee from tfie buyer. In one embodiment, the quote fee is relatively larger than tfie transaction fee in order to dis^ 
courage routine use of the system 1 00 merely to obtain price quotations. This future gives sellers more confidence tfiat 
a quote 1000 win result in a transaction. Nevertfieless. it leaves open the possibility that a sufficiently motiv a ted Ixiyer 
can determine the market price fcx a product witfiout fiaving to complete a purctiase, which can be valuable when a 

35 buyer is negotiating a face-to-face corrtract outside of the context of the invention. Likewise, a seller of a product could 
use the system 1 00 for the same purpose, posirig as a buyer to determine tfie market pri 

[0071] The above description \s included to iDustrate the operation of the preferred embodiments and is not meant 
to lirnit tfie scope of tfie iriverition. The scope ol tfie inverition is to t>elirT^ Rom tfie atXTve 

discussion, mariy variations will be apparent to one skilled in tfie art tfiat wouM yet be encorrpassed by the spirit and 
40 scope of the present invention. 

Claims 

1. A method for electronic commerce using a computer network, the method comprising: 

45 

storing for each of a plurality of buyers a buyer profile comprising criteria for selecting qualified sellers; 

storing for each of a plurality of sellers a seller profBe comprising criteria for selecting requests for quotations 
on which to quote; 

so 

receiving from a buyer a request for quotation for a product; 

applying the buyer profile of the buyer to select a first set of qualified sellers; 

55 applying the seller proffles of the fvst set of qualified sellers to select a second set of qualified sellers to receive 

requests for quotation; and 

anonyrnously transmitting a request for quotation via the networt( to each of the second se^ selierB. 
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2. The method Of claim l.fuilheroonrprising: 

storing for each buyer a set of purchasing aiteria for selecting quotes to receive from sellers; 
receiving a plurality of anonyoKXJS quotes from the second set of qualified sellers: 
anonymously transmitta'ng at least one quote that satisf ies the purchasing criteria to tfie k)uyer; and 
responsive to the buyer indicating acceptance of the quote: 

transmitting a purcfiase oider to the seller; and notifying the buyer and seller of each others' identities. 

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the purcfiasing criteria is selected from the grouQ consisting of a maximum price, 
a minimum quantity, a product age restriction, a product storage condition restriction, a minimum lot size, a maxi- 
mum number of lots, a delivery time, a payment term, and a seller's location. 

4. The method of claim 2 or 3, wherein storing a set of purchasing criteria comprises: 

storing an indication of relative invxxtance for at least one criterion a^ criteria. 

5b The metfiod of daim 2, 3 or 4, wfierein transmitting at least one quote tfiat satisfies tfie purcfiasing criteria com- 
prises: 

anonymously transmitting to the buyer the quote that best satisfies the purcfiasing criteria. 

6. The method of one of the preceding claims, wherein storing a buyer profile comprises: storing an indication of rel- 
ative importance for at least one criterion among tfie criteria for selecting qualified sellers. 

7. The rnethod of one of the precedirigclainis,vvherein storing a seller prohlecon^ 

storing an indication of relative importance for at least one criterion among the criteria for selecting requests 
for quotations on which to quota 

8. The metfiod of one of the preceding daims, wherein receiving a request for quotation comprises: 

providing a buyer with a list of products, each product represented t>y a standardized product descriptor ; and 
receiving from tfie buyer a selection of at least one product from the list for including in a request for quotation. 

9. The metfiod of daim 8, wherein each standardized product descriptor comprises an industry category field, a man- 
ufacturer field, and a product number field. 

10. The method of daim 8 or 9, wherein at least one standardized product descriptor comprises a hvperiink to a 
description of an associated product on a manufocturer^ web sita 

11. The method of one of the preceding daims, wherein applying the buyer profile comprises: 

selecting ones of the plurality of sellers whose seller profiles satisfy the buyer's criteria for selecting qualified 
sellers. 

12. The method of one of the preceding dainrs, wherein applying the seller profiles comprises: 

selecting ones of the first set off qualified sellers wfiose criteria for selecting requests 
bid are satisfied by the buyer's profHa 

13. The metfiod of one of tfie preceding daims, wfierein anonymously transmitting a request for quotation comprises: 

assigning a trarsaction nunrfoer to the request for quotation; 
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associating the transaction number with the identity of the buyer; and 

sending a request fix quotation to each of the second set of qualified sellerB. wherein the request for quotation 
is only identified by the transaction number. 

14. The method of one of the preceding daims. further comprising: 

receiving a pluraifty of anonymous quotes from the second set of qualified selleis, each quote identified only 
by the transaction number: 

selecting a seller^ quote lor transmitting to the buyer; 

associating the identity of the seller with the transaction number; 

anonymously transmitting the quote to the buyer; and 

responsive to the buyer indicating acceptance of a quote: 

identifying the buyer and seller ustfig the transaction number; and 

notifying the kMjyer and seller of each others' identitiesu 

1 5. The method of one of the preceding daims, wherein storing a buyer prof ie corrprises: 

storirig a Ost of sellers to wtK>m a request for quotation will rx>t k>e sent 

1 6. The method of one of the preceding daims, wherein storing a seller profile comprises: 

storing a list of buyers from whom a request lor quotation will not t)e received. 

17. The method of one of the preceding daims. wherein storing a seller profile oonprises: 

storing a list of products for which requests for quotation are desired. 

18. The m^hod of one of the preceding daims, wherein the buyer's criteria for selecting qualified sellers are selected 
from the group conststirtg of a seller's aedit rating, a seller's ISO 900x qualification, a seller's annual turnover, a 
seller's location, and a seller's type of business. 

19. The method of one of tfie preceding daims, wherein the seller's criteria for selecting requests for quotation on 
wtiich to quote are selected from the group a)risisting of a rnaxirnum pri^^ 

a buyers credit rating, a buyer's ISO 900x qualification, a buyer^s annual turnover, a buyer's location, and a buyer's 
typed business. 

20. A system for electronic oonfwnerce using a computer network, the system compris in g: 

a computer-readable medium corrprising: 

a plurality of buyer profiles comprising criteria for selecting qualified sellers; and 

a plurality of seller profiles comprisirig criteria for selecting requests for quotations on which to quote; 

a first filter, coupled to the conputer-readable medium, for applying the buyer profile of the buyer to select a 
first set of qualified sellers; 

a second filter, coupled to the first filter and the computer-readable medium, lor applying the seller profBes of 
the first set of qualified sellers to select a second set of qualified sellers to receive a request for quotation; and 

a communications module, coupled to the secorxj filter, for receiving a request for quotation and for anony- 
rrxxjsly transmitting the request for quotation via the network to each of the second set of qualified sellers. 
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21. The system of daim 20, wherein the oonrputer-readable mecfium comprises a plurality of a standardized product 
desaiptors representing products, and wherein the communication moAile provides a t)uyer with a fist of standard- 
ized product descriptors and receives from the kxjyer a selection of at least one descriptor for indudng in a request 
lor quotation. 

22. The system of daim 21, wtierein each standardized product descriptor comprises an industry category field, a 
manufacturer field, and a product number field. 

23. The system of daim 21 or 22, wherein at least one standantfized product descriptor comprises a hyperiink to a 
description of an assodated product on a manufacturer^ web sita 

24. The system of one of daims 20 to 23, wherein the computer-readable medium comprises a set of purchasing cri- 
teria of a kxiyer for selecting quotes to receive from sellers, the system comprising: 

a third filter for selecting at least one quote that satisfies the t)uyer'8 purchasing criteria 

25. The system of daim 24, wherein at least one criterion of the purdiasing aiteria indudes an indication of relative 
importance with respect to another criterion. 

26. The system of one of daims 20 to 25, wherein the conputer-readaUe medium comprises a set of purchasing cri- 
teria of a buyer for sd ecb'ng quotes to receive from sd lers^ the system comprising : 

a third filter for sdecting the quote that t>est satidies the buyer's purchasing cri^ 

27. The system of one of daims 20 to 26. wtierein at least one criterion of the criteria for selecting qualified sellers 
indudes an incfication of relative importance vnth respect to another criterion. 

28. The system of one of daims 20 to 27, wherein at least one criterion of the criteria for selecting rec^iests for quota- 
tion on wtiich to k>id indudes an indication of relative importarx;e with respect to another criterion. 

29. The system of one off daims 20 to 27, wherdn the communication module is configured to anonymously transmit a 
sefler'S quote to the buyer, arxl. responsive to the buyer indicating acceptance of the quote, transmit a purchase 
order to the seller and notify the buyer and sdler of each others' identities^ 

30. A computer-readable mecfium having computer-readable code embodied therein for providing dectronic com- 
merce udng a conputer networK the computer-readable medium comprising: 

computer-readable code configured to store for each of a plurality of buyers a buyer profile conprising criteria 
for selecting qualified sellers; 

oomputer-readat)le code configured to store for each of a plurality off sellers a seller profile comprising criteria 
for selecting requests for quotations on which to quote; 

conrputer-readat)le code corifigured to receive from a buyer a request for quotation for a 

computer-readable code configured to apply the buyer profile of the buyer to select a first set of qualified sell- 
ers; 

computer-readatsle code configured to apply the seller prdfiles of the first set of qualified sdlers to select a sec- 
ond s^ of qualified sdlers to receive requests for quotation; and 

computer-readable code configured to anonymously transmit a request for quotation via the network to each 
of the second set of qualified sdlers. 

31. The computer-readable mecfium of daim 30. further comprising: 

computer-readable code configured to store for each buyer a set of purchasing criteria for sdecting quotes to 
receive from sdlers; 
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ootpputer-readable code configured to receive a plurality of anonymous quotes from the second set off qualffied 
sellers; 

oomputer-readat)le code configured to anonymously transmit at least one quote tfiat satisfies ttie purchasing 
criteria to the txiyer; arvi 

computer-readable code configured, responsive to the t)uyer indicating acceptance of the quote, to: 
transmit a purchase oider to the seller; and 
notify the buyer and seOer of each others* identities. 
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PloduciK A.B.CwF.6 
DonnSendRFQilo: 4 
Raquii»tSO90QK Y 


PlddudK B,C.D 
DorttSendRFQeloc 3 
RequbatSOOOOK N 


PRMhiclK A.CE 
Don*! Send RPQslDC B 
Require ISO 900k N 


BuwIO 

PioduGis: B.E 
DonTtSeiMlRFCblo: n/a 
RequlraiSOSOOxY 



RFQ Receiving 



Seflera 

Oonl Receive RFCto from: 2 
RequkelSOOOOK: Y 


SBfcr4 

PiDduds: B 

Dont Receive RFQetmm: 10 
RequkeiSOODODc Y 


SellBt5 

Produds: E,F 

DonTIReoehftt RFQefnonc 
nto 

Requfee ISO 900k: N 


Pioduds: B.E 

Pent RgCBKeRfQ> torn: 10 

RequkalSO9009C N 



Fig. 9 
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EP1041521 A2 



QUOTE 



Transacfon ID 



Product: 

Quantity: 

Price Per Unit 

Date Code On Products 

No Later Than: 
Storage Condition: 
IjotSize: 
Numl)erofljDls: 
Padcaging Type: 
Delivery Time: 
Payment Tenns: 



JL 



J 



Fig. 10 
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